The University of Tasmania's (UTAS) The value of an open, early academic development program to students' transition and first year experience: The UTAS UniStart program.
Introduction
The University of Tasmania (UTAS) is experiencing growth in enrolments and the diversity of the student body, trends which are mirrored across Australia and beyond (Kift & Nelson, 2005) . The Bradley Review has set the agenda for an increased intake of students into the tertiary sector, particularly students from non-traditional backgrounds, to meet the participation targets for low socio-economic status students (Bradley, Noonan, Nugent & Scales, 2008) . At the same time that these changes have presented new challenges for higher education, there has been growing awareness of the significance of the first year experience for student learning and engagement. In this context, the UniStart program represents an important avenue to support the transition of all HECs-eligible students into the academic culture of the university by helping them to develop their tertiary literacy skills UniStart is a flexible tertiary literacy development program which aims to equip students with the academic skills required for a successful transition to university study. Intensive oncampus and online programs commence pre-semester, and support continues through the year. On-campus face-to-face classes are delivered in Burnie, Hobart and Launceston, and, since 2009, on two new campuses in New South Wales. Each calendar year, ten blocks of face-to-face classes and two periods of intensive distance support are offered, catering for students commencing both in semester 1 and mid-year in semester 2. UniStart is supported by Commonwealth and University of Tasmania (UTAS) funding and is delivered free to all domestically-enrolled students.
The program has grown from a small course focussed particularly on the transition needs of mature-age entrants, facilitated by Support and Equity (formerly Student Services), to its current presence as an academic preparation program for the range of students entering the university, managed by the central teaching and learning unit at UTAS (Centre for the Advancement of Learning and Teaching [CALT] ). Management of the program by the teaching and learning unit ensures a strong pedagogical foundation for the program and ongoing development is facilitated by connections and collaborations between CALT staff and other members of the university: faculty-based teaching staff, support staff and students. Over six thousand students have passed through the UniStart program in the past five years, with program enrolments increasing from a few hundred in 1999, to over one-and-a-half thousand in 2009 (see Figure 1) . Also consistent with the commitment to UniStart as an open transition support program, has been the development undertaken of the distance option from the text-dependent static site existing in 2007, to an interactive experience grounded on best practices in online learning (Wilson & Stacey, 2003) . The UniStart online presence now includes online activities, opportunities for students to track their progress, online web-conferenced tutorials and encouragement of interaction through a moderated program wiki.
UniStart stands out amongst the range of preparatory and in-semester academic skills development programs offered by many Australian institutions by the focus on transitioning students, from across the disciplines, into the university. Many institutions, including UTAS, offer programs to prepare students for university study during the standard semesters (e.g., Central Queensland University, Wollongong, Murdoch and Monash). Most universities (Melbourne, Sydney, Australian National University, University of Western Australia, etc.) also provide a program of academic skill development workshops during semester, some with an extensive range of options (e.g., University of New South Wales's myStart offerings). In contrast, few institutions advertise the availability of a pre-semester academic transition program similar to UniStart (University of Queensland [UQ], Latrobe Bendigo and RMIT are among the few). Of those programs that are offered some are targeted towards particular disciplines (e.g., James Cook University) or cohorts (such as those who have been out of the educational system for some time or marginalised groups; e.g., UQ, University of New England). UTAS has adopted an integrative approach, inviting students from the range of disciplines and educational backgrounds to come together in their preparation. The length and cohesive nature of the program are distinctive: the on-campus delivery comprises a sequence of sessions over four continuous days (the distance mode supports a facilitated online community).
The UniStart program covers a range of topics, including: critical thinking and reading; academic integrity; note-taking; researching, planning and writing academic essays; accessing online materials and using the Library. This paper reports the findings of an evaluation of the program's effectiveness, both from the perspective of current best practice regarding support for first year students and, importantly, from the perspective of the students themselves.
Methodology

Conceptual framework
The core aim of the UniStart program is to orient students to the academic requirements of studying at university, and to assist with the transition into higher education. This approach is consistent with current thinking in the area of first year student support (Wilson, 2009 ). The approach taken in UniStart is summarised below, with an accompanying exploration of data, under the four guiding principles of the P.R.A.C. Framework proposed for first year and transitioning student support at UTAS (Brown & Adam, 2009 ). The four principles of this framework have been developed from the -Senses of Success‖ model utilised at Griffith University as part of its institutional approach to first year issues (Lizzio, 2006) , and are mirrored by the four principles adopted by the University of Sydney to enhance the first year experience (University of Sydney, 2001 ). The framework is structured around four elements fundamental to the successful student experience, particularly when commencing university: P -a sense of purpose; R -a sense of resourcefulness; A -a sense of academic preparedness and development; and C -a sense of connectedness with students, staff and the institution.
Data collection and analysis
The existing UniStart program has evolved over the years with input from a range of sources: the pedagogical literature, faculty teaching staff, student feedback, and staff from support areas, such as Support and Equity, the Library and CALT. Over the last two years, staff teaching into the UniStart program across the Tasmanian campuses have met after each semester's core contact period to evaluate the program and make improvements for its next iteration. As an important part of this process (Brookfield, 1995) , feedback is sought from students at least twice during their UniStart experience: an initial feedback questionnaire administered towards the end of the primary contact period for either the on-campus or distance mode and a follow-up questionnaire administered later in the year.
Initial on-campus surveys include a mixture of yes/no and open-ended questions addressing: what students found most/least valuable in UniStart; whether they think UniStart will change what they do in their first year; their contact with staff; whether they would recommend UniStart to other students; and suggestions and comments. The focus of the initial distance questionnaires is on students' experience with UniStart as an online course, and what support they valued or needed to engage effectively with the material in this format. The follow-up survey includes similar questions to the initial on-campus survey regarding: the most/least valuable elements; the impact of UniStart on their study; whether they would recommend the program to others; plus questions regarding students' use of other academic support services during the year, and the length of time since they were engaged in formal study. Open-ended responses to the initial surveys conducted in Hobart in 2008 were coded for themes (Miles & Huberman, 1994) and descriptive analyses were conducted on this subset of data. In addition, the emergent themes formed the basis for the response options in the follow-up surveys. Representative student comments have been selected from the remaining qualitative data for the discussion, below. Table 1 . Students were sent an email inviting them to complete the survey and a link was provided. Paper copies of the follow-up surveys were also available to on-campus students to complete if they preferred. To increase participation in the feedback process, students completing the initial distance or follow-up surveys were entered into a draw to win a $100 book voucher (one draw per survey). Data on end of semester grades and enrolment status were obtained from two new cohorts of students to whom the face-to-face on-campus mode was delivered for the first time in 2009. The sample consisted of 212 students (an additional 16 students withdrew prior to the start of the UniStart program, and were not included in the analysis). Students' grades for each individual unit studied in semester 1 were coded numerically based on available grade information: HD=7, DN=6, CR=5, PP=4, NN/Fail=3 (results of -withdrawn‖ or -absent, deemed failed‖ were excluded from the calculation), and averaged. Average grades were then further categorised as Pass (average≥4), Fail (average<4) or those who did not complete the unit (withdrew or were graded as absent, deemed failed for all of their units). A simple goodness-of-fit Chi-square analysis was performed for completion figures.
Results and Discussion
P -a sense of purpose
The UniStart program welcomes students into the learning culture of the university. UniStart approaches this familiarisation process from two directions. First, we explicitly address the university as a cultural space through a guest lecture presented on the topic, and introduce students to the potential for culture shock experienced on transition into university to be a positive, transforming experience (Ward, Bochner, & Furnham, 2001) . Second, through the program, we seek to demystify academic processes and welcome students into the practices of this new academic culture as an active and valued participant. This is accomplished by focussing on foundational academic skills such as critical thinking, academic text structure and research skills, and highlighting key skills identified by staff working with students as forming threshold concepts for student success, such as question analysis and essay planning. Classes are interactive, with opportunities for both structured and unstructured question-andanswer sessions. A pragmatic approach is taken to assisting students with the transition into university life. There is valuable debate in the literature regarding the literacies privileged by academic preparation programs and in academia at large, and how these ways of -knowing‖ equip students for the future literacies that will be required outside university (Henderson & Hirst, 2007) . However, so long as the majority of students' courses require them to demonstrate their understanding through -traditional‖ or -conventional‖ academic media (such as essays, reports, and largely written forms of communication), then preparatory or transition programs that support students to develop skills in these areas will have an important place in higher education and will be valued by students entering the system. Further, it could be argued that the potential benefit to students entering university with lower 
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-social capital‖ may be even greater than for traditional entrants, because non-traditional entrants may be less experienced with these required forms of literacy when they enter the higher education system. Table 2 shows which elements of the UniStart program students considered to be the most valuable. As can been seen in the table, students' familiarisation with the university culture was rated one of the most valuable elements of UniStart, second only to the rating given to Academic skills in 2009 (third in 2008). Particularly for non-traditional entrants, this increased familiarity and comfort with the university environment can help students feel that they have chosen the correct path, by returning to study-that university -is for them‖ (Cullity, 2007 
R -a sense of resourcefulness
As Lizzio (2006) explains: -Successful students not only know how to study but also how to proactively manage the challenges of their whole university experience‖ (p. 2). The UniStart program develops students' ability to seek out and utilise the support available at UTAS, and helps improve their ability to manage their study/life balance. UniStart addresses students' resourcefulness through a range of avenues: 1) encouraging students to engage positively with the online environment through sessions dealing with the systems used at the university, and workshops developing core IT skills; 2) key collaborations with the Library to assist students with information literacy, and with Support and Equity, utilising their expertise in time management and stress management; and 3) maintaining an emphasis throughout the program on independent study skills. These skills equip students to more successfully manage the challenges of uni life, and to achieve this balance earlier in their studies. For example, feedback from students attending learning support drop-in or appointments later in the year indicates that almost one-third had learned about the availability of the service through their attendance at UniStart.
As shown in Table 2 , the five elements of UniStart that students considered most valuable were consistent across both 2008 and 2009: -Academic skills (critical thinking, essay preparation),‖ -Study skills,‖ -Library tours and research skills,‖ -Familiarisation with university culture‖ and -Feeling prepared and ready for uni.‖ Student comments regarding the development in their study and information literacy skills reflected these ratings. 
A -a sense of academic preparedness and development
The core of the UniStart program is an orientation to the academic requirements of university study. Specifically, from the very first day of the UniStart program, students are explicitly engaged in discussion and activities to facilitate their meta-cognition about critical thinking. This skill is emphasised as the foundation of academic thinking. This process is scaffolded by beginning with exercises evaluating familiar non-academic material such as a current affairs segment and topical issues in the media. This concept is revisited during the following days of the face-to-face program and other activities available online as students are guided through the processes involved in preparing an assignment, from analysing the question, through research, planning and structuring, to drafting and editing their work. This content focus helps students to manage the transition from college, work or other duties into university and to better understand what is expected of them in this new environment.
By far, the coverage of academic skills is rated as one of the most valuable elements of UniStart by the largest percentage of students, whether immediately following the intensive pre-semester contact (e.g., Hobart, 2008, on-campus surveys: 72.9% of n=140) or later in their first year of study (see Table 2 ). Student comments illustrate how valuable students find the opportunity to practise these skills -before it counts,‖ and to clarify expectations:
The As shown in Table 3 , 100 percent of students responding to the survey at the end of the oncampus pre-semester program in 2008 and 2009 indicated that UniStart was -a valuable learning experience for them.‖ Importantly, when asked about the influence of the UniStart program on their learning during the year, students continued to indicate that the program was valuable, and the majority of students had applied what they learned in UniStart during their study. This percentage was higher in 2009 than 2008, suggesting an improvement in facilitation of students' ability to generalise their skills. Examination of the relationship between UniStart attendance and students' grades and completion status amongst our newest cohorts in 2009 showed that students' average grades in semester 1 were similar for the group of students who attended UniStart (M=4.87, SD=0.84, n=116) , and those who did not (M=4.69, SD=0.98, n=66) . However, a significantly smaller proportion of the students enrolling in UniStart withdrew or were failed for non-attendance following the program, compared to the proportion who did not complete the unit amongst students who did not attend UniStart, χ 2 (1)=3.86, p<.05, =0.36 (Table 4) . While these results do not indicate a causal link between UniStart and improved retention, they suggest a promising association worthy of continued investigation.
Unistart was amazing. I went to the lectures not thinking that I could learn anything more than I already knew, by the end of the first day I was blown away by how much I had learnt in that one
C -a sense of connectedness with students, staff and the institution
The UniStart program enhances students' sense of connectedness with the university, staff, and other students. The social support and relationships that students form with each other at university are an important protective factor for success in first year (Wilson & Lizzio, 2009) . While interaction between students is encouraged through group activities and participation in class, many students have commented on the value of forming friendships and acquaintances informally through UniStart-even just seeing familiar faces around the campus. A consistent third of students completing the 2008 and 2009 follow-up surveys found -Ability to network, meet others, make friends‖ to be one of the most valuable elements of UniStart (see Table 2 ). In response to this feedback, the 2010 program was shaped to include structured opportunities for students to meet and get to know other students in UniStart. One of the potential problems of -generic‖ or -add-on‖ academic skills programs is the low emphasis on, or opportunity for, social networking (Henderson, Noble & De George-Walker, 2009 ). The continuous, cohesive nature of the program in its face-to-face delivery and the community-building embedded into the online delivery appear to have prevented this potential problem arising, in that students report having developed social networks as well as academic skills through their engagement with the program.
Underpinning the entire UniStart program is a commitment to excellence in the delivery of the program, whether in person or online, and to ongoing development in teaching and learning. UniStart staff seek to make the program not only intellectually challenging, but also a welcoming and supportive environment, as reflected by the following student comments. 
Caveats
In terms of the assessment of student perspectives on the program, it should be acknowledged that those students voluntarily engaging with the program and providing feedback probably have relatively high levels of intrinsic motivation to prepare for university. Hence, their evaluations of the value of the program may be higher than would be expected from the general population of commencing students.
Moreover, while overwhelmingly the response from students engaging with the program is positive, transition is not a uni-dimensional process, to be -fixed‖ by a single event. There are at least two key limitations to the program's effectiveness as a transition support. First, not all UTAS students enrol in UniStart or attend the program. Although large numbers of students pass through the program, enrolment still represents less than 20% of the commencing on-shore undergraduate cohort. Ongoing questions remain about how to connect with these students and how best to meet their transition support needs (whether through UniStart or alternative measures). Second, the program is pitched towards the fundamental skills required to succeed in the tertiary academic setting. This approach engages many but not all students. It is emphasised to students that they have the right to choose how, and to what extent, they engage in the program. We regard it as a positive for students to exit the program when they decide they are comfortable with the basic skills required and feel prepared to begin their studies. However, more problematic is catching those students at the other end of the spectrum who, despite our best intentions and their hard work, are not adequately prepared via UniStart. These are the students who, ultimately, should be redirected into more extensive preparatory programs and pathways.
Conclusion
In summary, feedback from students indicates that the UniStart program positively impacts students' engagement and confidence, and helps them form new relationships with each other and the university. In particular, students report feeling more prepared to face the academic challenges of university. Moreover, the approach taken in UniStart is consistent with the P.R.A.C. Framework proposed to guide first year and transition support more generally at the University, which is focussed on students' sense of purpose, resourcefulness, academic preparedness and development, and connectedness to each other and the university. The implication of a relationship between attendance at UniStart and improved retention rates is a possibility that will be investigated with great interest. The UniStart program represents an important element within the broader suite of preparatory, transition and support policies and practices at the University of Tasmania. Overall, the findings support the view that there is value in delivery of a pre-semester academic transition program to incoming students, not just those in marginalised or -at-risk‖ groups.
